The focus group was funded by the Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation (NRC) through a task order to the Urban Institute. The authors are grateful to NRC for their investment in this focus group and other work that will serve as a foundation for understanding the barriers to prisoner reentry in the District of Columbia.
Introduction

Purpose of the Meeting
In October 2001, the Urban Institute and the Alliance of Concerned Men conducted a focus group with individuals who had successfully made the transition from prison to the community. The goal of the focus group was to explore "ingredients for success" as perceived by the focus group participants, and to seek their advice as to ways that the District of Columbia government and non-profit agencies could better support reentry and reintegration for prisoners returning to the District.
The Participants
There were 14 focus group participants, 13 males and one female.
1 They ranged in age from 26 to 58 years old (average age was 47 years old). Individuals in the group had spent between three and 37 years behind bars (average time in prison was 13 years). Some had been out for as many as 30 years; others were released as recently as one year ago (average amount of time since release was ten years). All focus group partic ipants lived in the District.
As pre-determined by our selection criteria, all individuals in this group were "successful." All were employed, in jobs ranging from tailors to counselors. Many in fact were working in service organizations helping ex-offenders or at-risk youth. Most were married and living with their families. And they were not in trouble with the law.
The Facilitators and Format
Caterina Gouvis, Research Associate at the Urban Institute, and Tyrone Parker, Executive Director of the Allia nce of Concerned Men, co-facilitated the focus group. The meeting was held from 6:00 to 8:00pm on October 11, 2001 at American University. The meeting was audio taped and transcribed by Urban Institute staff, in accordance with Institutional Review Board (IRB) rules, regulations, and prior approval.
The following questions provided the basis for the focus group discussion: § In your view, what are the most pressing issues for returning prisoners? What did you experience? Describe the "typical" problems you've encountered. § Of the issues raised, which were the most difficult issues you confronted on your return to the community? § What or who helped you when you returned to the community? If you could pinpoint just one thing, person or organization that helped you what would it be? § What are some possible ways the community, organizations or the government can help to assist prisoners on their return? Which of these possibilities seem realistic given the current environment? § What advice would you give to other returning prisoners?
Summary of Findings
The focus group participants, like most ex-prisoners, faced enormous obstacles when they were released from prison. Sobriety, stable employment, housing, family responsibility, and integration with a positive support network proved significant challenges following years behind bars. But each of these individuals successfully navigated their transition and has achieved stability in most or all of these areas since their release. Such success is not common. Historically, most ex-prisoners face cycles of relapse and re-arrest. Many remain unemployed and underemployed, homeless, and cannot reunite or create positive relationships with family and peers.
The purpose of the focus group was to explore the factors that were most helpful in supporting partic ipants' successful transition from prison. Their overwhelming message was that something had to happen within each individual -an awakening, a moment of clarity, a resolve to change -before they could take advantage of services, jobs, programs, and people that could help them move to more stable ground. Almost every participant had experienced some version of this epiphany, seemingly motivated by one of four factors: hitting rock bottom; getting older and tired of a life of crime and incarceration; finding faith; or, in one case, being challenged and supported by an external program.
After this "awakening," individuals described the need for availability of and access to jobs and support services. Specifically, they identified a need for jobs and job training, education and treatment in prison and upon release, better attention to realistic pre-release planning, help with individual case plans, and preparation for the actual transition from prison. The group also discussed the importance of connecting to positive peer networks and support systems, and the powerful role of faith in helping find meaning and rebuilding their lives. Importantly, they raised the issue of discrimination that extended beyond their time on parole supervision and served to isolate them and inhibit their involvement in the community. Finally, they discussed the role that successful ex-offenders can play as a resource to help the newly released.
In this brief report, we rely heavily on the words of the focus group participants, as taken directly from the transcript of the meeting. Their statements do a far better job than the authors could of characterizing the challenges faced by ex-prisoners and the ways they overcame them. We have grouped a sampling of participants' statements around common themes. We hope this focus group summary will contribute to our collective understanding of the reentry experience and strategies aimed to improving outcomes for returning prisoners, their families and communities. § Getting Ready for Release: Lack of Formal Pre-Release Planning Nationally, most prisoners have substance abuse problems, low literacy levels, and spotty work histories. Prisons in most states devote relatively few resources to address these deficiencies. Less than 20 percent of returning prisoners who need treatment receive it before release. Just over a quarter receive vocational training, and only a third receive educational programming.
2 Even smaller shares of returning prisoners receive treatment and programming upon release, and training and placement programs that focus on employment in the real job market are rarer still. Further, most prisoners do not participate in any kind of pre-release planning that prepares them for their actual transition (getting home, securing identification, etc.), and even fewer develop individual case plans that prepare them for successful navigation of those critical first hours, days, and weeks after release. 
talk about coming out of the jail, I came out of jail with nothing and no body because I'd turned my back on everything… …Now mind you I didn't want to come out and do the right thing, I wanted to come out, find a better way of doing the thing that I like without getting caught… § Resolve to Change: Most Come to that Moment in their own Time
Most of the focus group was dominated by individual testimonials of men recalling that distinct moment when they decided that they were not going back to a life of crime, drugs, and incarceration. The facilitators probed -what prompted that "moment?" For some, it was hitting bottom. For others, they got tired of the life of crime, perhaps "aging out" in some cases. Others, many in fact, were moved by faith. And for just one, an external program seemed to play a role in readying him for change. Once focus group participants made a decision to turn their lives around, they discussed the need for jobs, services and supports that would allow them to beat their demons and build their skills. They said that if supports are not in place when someone is ready, they may fail because they cannot do it all on their own.
ROCK BOTTOM
… the most important thing that I did when I stood before that judge for my last sentence, I asked him for some help. I used some con, I told the judge that you all sent me to Vietnam where I became a cold-blooded dope fiend and I think ya'll should unravel by sending me to treatment somewhere. And I was standing there waiting to be sentenced and they gave me an opportunity. I took that opportunity and went into treatment and I haven't looked back. The bottom line is that I had to want something, I knew that my next stop was the graveyard. I didn't want to die at an early age…
…It is talking about making a decision at the crossroad that you either are going to be man or be a gopher... Throughout that process treatment has to be there, support services have to be there, opportunities have to be there… § Peer Networks and Support Systems Nationally, inmates spend an average of 28 months in prison before release -up significantly from years past. There are also more people released now having spent longer periods behind bars (more than five years). One result is that prisoners are more disconnected from their family and peer networks than in the past. The group discussed the need to both rely on positive networks and avoid negative networks. 
POSITIVE
didn't go to the pool hall, I didn't go on the corner… § Discrimination as a Barrier to Reintegration
The group spoke passionately about ways that society keeps ex-prisoners "locked out" even after they have served their debt to society. 4 They talked about being looked at with suspicion (in the postSeptember 11 th environment, as well as generally), being barred from jobs and decision-making in the community. There was significant discussion about the role of religion and a higher power in transforming individual lives (as discussed above). There was also discussion of an additional needed role that churches as community institutions could play -taking people in when they return home, connecting them with mentors, role models, and a community of faith.
…Ex-offenders
…I would say that [returning prisoners] need spiritual advisors…
…I want to identify the church that this person is going to be in and give me the name of the person that is going to come and get them when they are released. That is not a hard piece… [but] some say the churches are not doing enough…. § Successful Ex-offenders as Role Models There was substantial discussion about the role that successful ex-prisoners can play in helping newly released prisoners, noting the credibility that ex-offenders have in mentoring other ex-offenders. And most at the table seemed willing to volunteer for such a role. However, it was noted that they should not necessarily have to volunteer. Many worked or wanted to work in the service field, and stated that funders should support grass-roots organizations that actually have the power to change lives. 
